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BOOK REVIEW
Reimagining Japanese education: orders, transfers, circulations, and the
comparative, Oxford studies in comparative education, edited by David Blake
Willis and Jeremy Rappleye, Oxford, Symposium Books, 2011, 288 pp., £24.00,
US$48.00, ISBN 978-1-873927-51-9
The wave of globalisation inﬂuences many aspects of our lives from the bureau-
cratic level down to the individual. Japan is one of the non-western countries facing
issues of globalisation, including its ambiguity. The book reveals new images of
Japanese education, since Japanese education ‘had been largely forgotten by much
of the world, disappearing from the radar screens of educational reform and
competitive national interests’ (p. 15), as the eyes of the world focus on the rapid
economic growth of China and India. The concept of ‘real’ and ‘imagined’ – ‘sub-
stantive versus merely semantic’ (p. 28) – is centralized, in that each author criti-
cally analyses current educational policies to practice from various dimensions,
such as internationalisation within Japanese education, English language education,
moral education, physical education, and tertiary education. A notable feature of the
book is that scholars, both Japanese and non-Japanese, equally contribute their vari-
ous ideas and viewpoints of the current Japanese educational reforms that are in a
state of ‘lost wondering’ (p. 15).
Chapter 1 (pp. 15–50), as an introduction to this book, presents a description of
the current phase that Japan is at, a nation of ‘looking inwardly at itself’ (p. 15).
This implies that Japan is without a clear future vision and direction as a nation.
An overview of the book is also outlined in this chapter. Three major educational
reforms in the history of Japanese education are analysed in the following chapter
(pp. 51–84), and these cannot be overlooked whenever the current educational
reforms are discussed. This viewpoint is further developed in analysing the current
phase that Japan is in, which is currently lacking any model to follow. Chapter 3
(pp. 85–106) focuses on a vital area of learning in Japan, moral education. Moral
education is also caught in a dilemma with the double nature of globalisation: the
local and global focus, the old traditions of Japan and the new concepts of Japan
being a global citizen, and also nationalism and internationalism. Here again some
policies from recent educational reforms became ‘real’ and others remain as ‘imag-
ined’ ones in the process of reformed policies being implemented into practice.
Tsuneyoshi in Chapter 4 (pp. 107–126) appears not to be too drawn into the
debate whether Japan is a homogeneous or multicultural nation. She rather focuses
her argument on Japan being internationalised, as far as the increasing number of
non-Japanese residents is concerned. Ethnic diversity is clearly articulated in the
Japanese society, yet media and authorized textbooks, for example, appear only to
capture the image of Japanese as black-haired and dark-eyed, ‘and seemingly speak
ﬂuent Japanese’ (p. 107). ‘Foreigners’, non-Japanese in Japan, on the other hand,
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represent an image of light-coloured hair and blue-eyed people although the number
of residents from Korea, China, Brazil, and Peru has increased. It is ironic that
Japan claims its nation as a major contributor to the globalised world yet foreigners
in Japan, their ethnicity, and their rights are not given much recognition. No matter
how long foreigners have resided in Japan, they are always considered ‘outsiders’.
A different nature of internationalisation between non-Japanese countries and Japan
is described by Yamazawa (1992): ‘the former perceive[s] internationalisation as
doing to others, while the latter perceive[s] it as adjusting to others’ (p. 199). Tsu-
neyoshi’s chapter shows that the eyes of Japan are still focused on the outside, not
within, as far as the recognition of ethnic diversity is concerned. Thus, Tsuneyoshi
claims that the two paradoxes of monoculture and multicultural are present under
the concept of internationalisation.
Another example of Japan ‘adjusting to others’ is presented by Ishikawa in
Chapter 8 (pp. 193–224) concerning a new nationwide tertiary education project
called Global 30. This project mainly recruits overseas students, especially from
East Asia, and provides new courses in English, not in Japanese, delivered by non-
Japanese lecturers within 30 Japanese universities. Ishikawa describes the nature of
the project as it has just been initiated, therefore it is too early to analyse its effects.
However, some aspects of the project are already controversial, in that the project
provides very limited opportunities for Japanese students and scholars.
The discussions on English language education cannot be separated from the
internationalisation of Japan. The ﬁfth chapter (pp. 127–145) presents a major edu-
cational reform of English language education in Japan. One of the main reforms is
to teach English from Year 5 in primary schools as part of the compulsory curricu-
lum, changing the initial introduction to English language from Year 7, which is the
ﬁrst year of junior high school in Japan. Despite the major change of this starting
age, the author of this chapter, Aspinall, criticises the Ministry of Education, Cul-
ture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT) as being unwilling and inefﬁcient
with delivering English language education in a meaningful way. He also unexpect-
edly, yet successfully, analyses the concept of ‘external risk and internal inertia’ by
adapting a theory of ‘risk’ by a German sociologist, Ulrich Beck. The realistic
responses of the teachers towards recent reforms that are reﬂected in Aspinall’s
‘internal inertia’ are Sato’s concerns in Chapter 9 (pp. 225–246). Sato’s argument
focusing on the views from ‘bottom-to-top’ is the most welcoming, as he investi-
gates the depth of the insights within Japanese schools and discusses how over-
whelming ‘top-to-bottom’ reforms are causing Japanese teachers to be ‘burnt out
and have lost their hope for public schooling’ (p. 230). His critique is sharp and
articulate, which is evident in his vast amount of observation, ﬁeldwork, and collab-
orative research work with Japanese schools, teachers, and principals. Sato is highly
respected as an educator and author in Japan. I found it very refreshing to read his
viewpoint in English, especially since he was truthful and to the point in disclosing
real concerns and issues emerging within Japanese education today.
Japan was once known as an academically successful nation and other countries,
particularly in East Asia, followed their lead. However, with this academic success
some serious social and educational issues have emerged. Consequently, the MEXT
initiated a nation-wide policy called ‘relaxed education’ (yutorikyoiku), which began
in 2002. In Chapter 6 (pp. 147–170), relaxed education is examined by ﬁrst analys-
ing the implementation and issues of the curriculum, and then drawing responses
from educators from both primary and secondary schools who are the most inﬂu-
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enced by the curriculum. It is rather ironic that educators needed to be initiated by
the policy-maker to ‘relax’ and to allow schools to have more freedom in the cur-
riculum. The idea is welcomed in order to implement alternatives to curriculum and
pedagogy. However, the concepts that are delivered from top-to-bottom are ques-
tionable. As a result, the reduction of curriculum content and the introduction of
inquiry learning were inadequately put into place. This particular reform was and
still is controversial, as this reform has ‘forced educators to re-examine their core
beliefs about the purpose of schooling, the attitudes and skills that students need to
succeed in contemporary society, and the teacher’s role in the classroom’ (p. 149).
Regarding the recent curriculum that has just begun its implementation into schools
throughout Japan in April 2011, the relaxed education curriculum was reviewed and
some curriculum contents were re-introduced from the previous curriculum.
Another interesting viewpoint, which looks into the key learning area of sports,
is described in Chapter 7 (pp. 171–191). Miller, the author of this chapter, further
elaborates the effects of educational reforms on sports, providing his analysis based
on observations of a basketball club at a Japanese university, and his ﬁeldwork at
the Japan Sports Association’s coach training and certiﬁcation courses. The old con-
cepts, which Miller claims were adapted from traditional martial arts, and the new
concepts, mainly based on sports science from the west, are the most inﬂuential in
the area of sports. Furthermore, Japanese teachers, who often become coaches for
after school sports clubs, are incorporating both concepts for their own beneﬁt, and
at their own convenience. Thus, some mixed concepts became ‘real’ yet others
remain ‘imagined’ according to individual teachers’ assumptions and interpretations
of these double paradoxes.
The ﬁnal chapter (pp. 247–280) is presented by a Japanese scholar with another
analytical viewpoint on politics and educational reforms, based on comparative edu-
cation theories. His argument focuses on apparent misunderstandings by non-Japa-
nese educators and that Japanese scholars’ contributions should be more
acknowledged internationally.
The publication of the book is very timely since the new curriculum based on
the recent educational reforms has just ofﬁcially being implemented in Japan as of
April 2011. Concepts behind the new curriculum are explained extensively with the
notions of ‘real’ and ‘imagined’. Last, but not least, it should be noted that the list
of terms, both clearly written in Japanese and English (pp. 11–13), is extremely
helpful in gaining a better understanding of the recent educational reforms in Japan.
Focusing on ‘real’ voices of schools, teachers, students, and parents in Japan would
be my suggestion for a welcomed issue of another publication in the future.
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